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Abstract: Today, over 30 million Russian households engage in food gardening and collectively
produce over half of Russia's agricultural output (Megre 2004), using less than 6% of agricultural
land in the country. The small size of plots allocated for household production (typically 0.06 ha
for urban and 0.25 ha for rural households) promoted extremely intensive growing practices and
wide integration of perennial crops (especially fruit-bearing shrubs and trees) with annual crops.
This resulted in the proliferation of highly diverse, multi-layer gardens. Our study of economic,
agricultural, social, and cultural characteristics of family gardens in the Vladimir region (central
part of European Russia) included an in-depth survey of 1,500 households. It confirmed gardens'
most important contribution to the household and regional economy, with 95% of households
either tending their own garden or benefiting from the gardens of others. These highly diverse,
predominantly organic operations include, on average, 13 different vegetable crops and 7
different perennial fruit, nut, and berry crops grown on the same small plots, which can be seen
as micro-scale agroforestry systems. It was also found that participation in food gardening does
not decrease with growing income, which attests to the important social and cultural dimensions
of the practice. The gardeners, who share strong agrarian ethics, see in working the land a
symbol of self-reliance, a family space, an opportunity for social interaction and contact with
living nature, and a continuation of a millennial tradition of living in union with Mother Earth.
Keywords: household, gardening, dacha, self-provisioning, self-sufficiency, homestead, family
farm.
INTRODUCTION
Today's mainstream commercial agriculture continues to face formidable challenges. It has a
heavy environmental footprint, often lacks social responsibility, and is highly dependent on
heavy machinery, chemicals, availability of pertoleum, and government subsidies. In search for
more benign alternatives agroforesters and researchers in sustainable agriculture have been
drawn to the study of home gardens, which often serve as examples of remarkable sustainability
and productivity (e.g. Wojtkowski 1993; Kumar and Nair 2004).
Sustainability and productivity of micro-scale family agriculture is especially noticeable in
contemporary Russia. Today, just as a hundred years ago, or a thousand years ago, the majority
of Russia's agricultural output is coming not from large-scale commercial industrialized
operations, but from household gardens. Russia’s family gardens currently produce over half of
the country’s agricultural output and represent a major sector of the country’s economy,
involving two thirds of the population. Despite this prominence, the significance of household
gardening has been continuously downplayed by most scholars and policy-makers, and this
practice has been viewed as a recent phenomenon, as an adjunct to the country’s industrial
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agriculture, or as a temporary response to the hardships of Russia’s economic transition (e.g.,
Seeth et al. 1998; Southworth 2006).
Our study of the current status of family agriculture, of Russia’s agrarian history, and the results
of our 2006 survey of 1,500 families in the Vladimir region show that gardens not only have high
economic, social, and cultural significance, but also represent a highly sustainable practice
embedded in the region’s — and the country’s — environmental, socioeconomic, and cultural
context. The survey offers detailed information on the economic, agricultural, social, and cultural
dimensions of gardening in the Vladimir region, including respondents’ adherence to a wide
range of agrarian values. Based on the results, family gardening can be seen as a highly
sustainable, diversified, and culturally important small-scale agroforestry practice, which needs
to be given due consideration by scholars and policy-makers.
METHODOLOGY
Our study included two parts. The first part was an overview of the current status of family
gardening on the national scale, on the basis of available research and governmental statistics.
These data helped paint the big picture, but it lacked fine detail. The second part was therefore a
detailed survey of household gardening in one selected region -- the Vladimir region of central
European Russia. The Vladimir region has a population of 1.46 million people (78% urban, 22%
rural), and a territory of 29,100 km2 (52% is forested and the rest is a mixture of agricultural
lands and urban development). It lies in the temperate climate zone east of the Moscow region.
Since gardening is usually practiced by a household as a whole (rather than by separate
individuals), our unit of observation was a household. We used multi-stage sampling technique,
which yielded a random sample of 1,500 households. The survey questionnaire was developed
especially for this study and was administered through face-to-face interviews. We have been
able to achieve close to 80% response rate.
ECONOMIC DIMENSION
On the national scale family gardening stands out as Russia's primary agriculture. Over the last
decade, the contribution of household food gardens to the country's national agricultural output
consistently exceeded 50%, and represented around 2.3% of Russia's Gross Domestic Product
(GDP). Gardener's contribution to the GDP (384 billion rubles -- approx. US$14 bn) has been
greater, for example, than the contribution to the GDP of the whole electric power generation
industry (317 bn rubles); significantly greater than all of forestry, wood-processing, and pulp and
paper industry combined (180 bn); significantly greater than the coal (54 bn), natural gas (63 bn),
and oil refining (88 bn) industries combined (Rosstat 2006).
According to Russia's Federal Statistical Service Rosstat (2005), in 2004, Russian gardeners
produced 33 million tons of potatoes (93% of total agricultural output of the country), 12 million
tons of vegetables (80%), 3 million tons of fruit (81%), 17 million tons of milk (52%), and 3
million tons of meat (52%). All this output has been acheived by using less than 6% of
agricultural lands in the country (Rosstat 2007a) and by gardeners tending their plots part-time in
a country much of the territory of which has mere 110 days of growing season per year.
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Of the 33 million garden-plots in 2005, 51% were in urban and peri-urban areas (and were
worked pridominantly by urban households), and the 49% were in rural areas. Of the more than
80,000 gardening associations in existence in 2006, more than half were formed prior to 1991,
which serves as evidence that gardening cannot be seen as merely a temporary response to the
economic crisis of the 1990s.
On the regional level, the picture is equally impressive. According to our 2006 survey of the
Vladimir region, 78.1% of households have a garden of their own. An additional 16.7% of
households use somebody else’s gardens or garden output. Therefore, a total of 94.8% of
households of the Vladimir region either have their own garden or contribute to/benefit in some
way from the gardens of others. This figure attests to the remarkable degree of connectedness to
the local soil and local food still maintained by families even in this highly urbanized and
industrialized region. Twenty-six percent (26%) of all urban households in the region, and 42%
of all rural households in the region satisfy at least 41% of their food consumption needs from
the food they produce themselves.
Part of the reason why -- despite its obvious prominense -- household gardening is routinely
"overlooked" by both policy-makers and many researchers is the fact that it is largely subsistence
oriented rather than market oriented, and therefore does not fit into the "official" economy.
According to the 2006 Census of Agriculture (Rosstat 2007a), 86.6% of rural gardeners (14.8
mln households) were growing for subsistence; for 12.8% it was a source of additional income,
and only 0.6% relied on it as the primary source of monetary income. For urban gardeners, the
purpose of production (subsistence vs. market) was not even reported, since the vast majority of
urban growers are assumed to grow for subsistence only. According to the results of our survey
from the Vladimir region, only 15% of the gardening households sell part of their produce,
compared to 49% of families who share part of their harvest for free, and 100% of households
who consume the greater part of what they grow. The prominence of subsistence and sharing has
extremely important food security ramifications: thus, when American taxpayer dollars were
being used in the early 1990s to send food aid to Russia, Russia actually continued to be more
food secure (due to the proliferation of family gardens and sharing) than Western Europe or
Japan (Sedik et al. 2003). The culture of sharing is also part of Russia's ancient tradition and
worldview, as will be discussed below.
AGRICULTURAL AND AGROFORESTRY DIMENSION
It was the policy of the Soviet government (and to a large extent continues to be the reality to the
present day) to put stringent limits on the size of the plots that were made available for family
agriculture. As a result, the average size of household garden-plots is very small: 0.09 ha for
urban families and 0.44 ha for rural households (Rosstat 2007b). The small size of the plot,
coupled with the desire -- or necessity -- to grow a sizable share of your food supply yourself
promoted extremely intensive cultivation practices, with a large number of annual (mostly
vegetables) and perennial crops (berry shrubs and fruit trees) planted together.
Indeed, the Russian family garden-plots can be seen as miniature agroforestry systems, since
their combinaion of annual and woody perennial plantings is intentional, intensive, integrated,
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and interactive (for a discussion of these four traits of an agroforestry system see Gold and
Garrett 2008). Even though Russia's household gardens occupy less than 6% of the country's
agricultural lands, they account for 59% of all perennial crop plantings and 65% of perennial
berry, fruit and nut plantings in the country (Rosstat 2007a). The results of our survey in the
Vladimir region show that only about 2% of region's households with a garden-plot limit their
gardening activity to a single agricultural use (such as exclusively vegetable growing). The
remaining 98% combine different agricultural uses. On average, each gardening household
grows 13 different vegetable crops (including greens) and 7 different fruit, berry, and nut crops
on the same small plot.
This high level of diversity certainly has important environmental sustainability benefits, which
are further enhanced by the fact that 74% of rural gardeners and 37% of urban gardeners in the
region stick to exclusively organic growing methods. The most popular fertilizer continues to be
manure (in use by 86% of gardeners), the most popular method of weed control is manual
weeding (90% of gardeners), while 52% of all gardeners (especially urbanites) do use pesticides
for controlling pests.
Gardeners of the Vladimir region also play an important role in preserving heirloom varieties of
agricultural plants through seed saving and exchange. While one third of gardeners now purchase
all or most of their seeds on the market, the remaining two thirds practice seed saving at least to
some extent. Eighteen percent (18%) of gardeners rely entirely or to a large extent on their own
seeds, while 11% obtain seeds from their friends and neighbors.
SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DIMENSION
Both national-level statistics, research, the study of Russia's agrarian history, and the results of
our survey of the Vladimir region confirm that the significance of family gardening goes well
beyond its economic function. We have found that the rate of participation in food gardening
does not decrease with household's growing income -- which further confirms that family
gardening in Russia is not a temporary response to poverty. The gardening households of the
Vladimir region see their gardens as an auxiliary source of food (77%), a way to maintain
connection to the earth (74%), a hobby and recreation (73%), and family space for social
interaction (70%). Our survey included a specially developed "agri-cultural" scale to measure the
cultural importance of gardening and contact with Mother Earth for gardeners and non-gardeners
alike (0 representing absolute lack of importance of the cultural dimension; 50 being the neutral
point, and 100 standing for the greatest cultural and spiritual significance of gardening). The
average score (among all residents of the Vladimir region, including those with no garden) was
73, illustrating that very strong agrarian ethics is still an important part of Russian culture, and
also vindicating the views of economists such as Chayanov (Kremnev 1920; Chaianov 1925) and
Schumacher (1975) who maintained that one of the primary functions of agriculture is
maintaining Man's connection with nature, and making a piece of Earth beautiful. Indeed, even
the word dacha, the Russian word for "garden", is based on the verb "to give", whereas the word
farm derives from the verb "to take" -- which highlights the two very different mindsets and
attitudes to the Earth and our place on it.
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CONCLUSIONS
Today, gardening continues to be Russia's primary agriculture -- both in its economic
significance and as a practice based on a millennia-long tradition of living a simple and selfsufficient, land based life. Russia's example shows that a highly decentralized, small-scale,
sustainable, and culturally rich agroforestry food production system is possible today on a
national scale. Russian gardeners are not dependent on government subsidies, petroleum
availability, hired labor, or complex and industrialized food distribution networks, and
demonstrate the viability -- and the benefits -- of small-scale family agriculture. These findings,
coupled with a growing body of evidence confirming the attractiveness of small-scale growing
methods even on purely economic grownds (e.g., Ohio State University 2008), call for a reassessment of our outlook on agriculture, and offer a vision of a sustainable and beautiful
agriculture of the future.
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